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Abstract: Infographics—or visuals designed to convey information efficiently, coherently,
and comprehensibly—are important ways by which different actors communicate to achieve
their objectives. This entry introduces the main conceptual, theoretical, and empirical
avenues of research on infographics in political domains, with particular emphasis on issues
arising from their use in digital contexts. First, we locate infographics within the larger field
of visual political communication, and then distinguish them from the related mode of data
visualization. Then, we identify major lines of research into the forms, production,
consumption, political impacts, circulation patterns, and veracity of infographics. Finally, we
highlight how questions of power run through political examinations of infographics, and
illustrate this with reference to the domains of categorization, elections and campaigning,

policymaking, and social movements.
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Visual communication has been central to conveying information across many areas
including science, advertising, journalism, and government. In political domains, this
information takes several forms such as data produced or held by states, political parties, and
voters; policies or laws, either in-place or proposed; and media content and metadata about its
messengers. The political objectives of these visual forms of communication are similarly
varied, and may be achieved in ways that are distinct from text-based forms traditionally
studied by political scientists and communications scholars. Visuals convey knowledge,
persuade, entertain, and motivate action taken either individually such as through voting,
signing petitions, or making donations, or collectively as in joining social movements.
Visuals can be central to candidate messaging, national identity, and political movements’
strategies because they signify and connote a rich array of meanings that extend beyond a
name or slogan to evoke and enlist cultural, national, and societal resources. In this entry, we
highlight an important visual in political life: infographics. We define this communicative

form, outline its main uses, and conclude by outlining its wider political implications.

Infographics Versus Data Visualizations

The term “infographic” refers to information graphics or information visuals. Commonly
conceived as a visual designed to convey information in an efficient, coherent, and
comprehensible manner, an infographic is distinct from the related term “data visualization”
which is the “visual representation and presentation of data to facilitate understanding” (Kirk
2019, 15). While data visualizations traditionally convey primarily numerical data, an
infographic “may contain no numeric data, or it presents data in charts alongside other
illustrations, like photographs or drawings” (Engebretsen and Kennedy 2020, 22).
Infographics can be more visually complex, potentially more emotive, and less reliant on

numbers than data visualizations.

While the growth and popularity of both forms indicates their communicative and cultural
power, their origins are certainly not contemporary. Two notable examples are Charles
Joseph Minard’s 1869 “figurative map” of the decline of Napoleon’s army as it invaded
Russia, which combined textual, numeric, spatial, and temporal information into a single
visualization (Tufte, 1985); and Florence Nightingale's 19th century diagram of the causes of
military mortality in the Eastern Front, presented to the British Parliament to raise awareness
of the dire health issues that confronted troops (Kopf, 1916). Although these examples



demonstrate the longer-standing importance of infographics, their usage in political contexts

has particularly grown with the popularization of digital and social media.

Political Infographics in the Digital World

Several lines of scholarship explore different elements of digital political infographics. One
avenue focuses on the rhetorical features within infographics. ldentifying recurring patterns
and techniques of representation that convey shared meanings, sometimes called
“conventions” (Kennedy et al. 2016), provides a way of linking graphics with their social,
political, and cultural contexts. Several typologies for categorizing these features already
exist (e.g., Stalph and Heravi 2023), though researchers are well-advised to consider the

extent to which these need to be adapted to suit a particular analytical goal.

Research also extends beyond the visuals themselves. First, there is interest in understanding
the production of infographics by focusing on those who create infographics. Designers
(Kennedy et al. 2016), journalists (Lowrey and Hou 2021), and politicians (Amit-Danhi and
Shifman 2018) potentially influence the forms that graphics eventually take through activities
of “visual brokerage” (Allen 2018). Paying attention to the people, processes, and practices
involved in creating these visuals can help explain how commonly-accepted practices arise—

and, crucially in political domains, how they can change.

Second, much research also considers the consumption of infographics, or how people make
sense of these visuals, and their consequences for attitudes and behaviours. This work spans
qualitative user studies and quantitative experimental work. Helen Kennedy and her team’s
(2016) study among UK-based laypeople revealed a variety of definitions for “effective”
visuals. It opened further exploration across pressing topics such as climate change.
Infographics also elicit emotional reactions among viewers (Kennedy and Hill 2018) that can
lead to other outcomes, such as greater online engagement with political candidates who

explicitly use emotions in their communications work (Amit-Danhi and Shifman 2022).

Third, another strand examines how these visual objects circulate online. This work is
heavily informed by scholarship on content virality and the attributes of content that
contribute to the speed and ways in which a given unit of content disperses. Circulation is
crucial because the impact of visualizations and infographics largely depends on their

exposure metrics (Kim, Painter and Dunton Miles, 2013). Yet the features of widely-



circulating political infographics appear to be different from other forms of viral content. The
latter tends to circulate more when they have positive emotional valence, high emotional
activation, participatory elements, and calls for action (Berger and Milkman 2012). By
contrast, political infographics are more likely to display higher engagement (shares, likes,
comments) when they contain simple visualizations and ethical source practices, or when
candidates whom voters perceive to be authentic use visuals to convey emotions such as

anger, fear, or awe (Amit-Danhi and Shifman, 2022).

Across these themes, it is important to consider the veracity of infographics as is the case for
other communication forms. A productive line of research considers how visuals, including
infographics, are vehicles for misinformation. For example, visuals can give misleading
impressions of causality that do not actually exist in the underlying data (Xiong et al. 2020).
More generally, bad-faith actors can use visuals to emphasize their claims, justify them using
false information, or pretend to be another credible messenger—functions that have been
identified in major crises including the COVID-19 pandemic (Brennen, Simon, and Nielsen
2021).

Political Implications

In all these areas, attending to the substantive political contexts in which infographics appear
is crucial. This is because, like any communication form, visuals can be both the objects and
sources of contestation among individuals as well as groups. On the one hand, addressing
questions of who gets represented, how, and in what circumstances necessarily involves
questions of power. For instance, decisions about which user engagement metrics are
measured through which tools may either include or exclude participation by some sets of
individuals. Moreover, since measurements are typically carried out by large organizations,
these choices can reflect institutional interests and agendas: for example, defining gender as a
binary variable effectively excludes millions of users, placing them outside “standard”
measures. Therefore, any examination of political infographics must attend to the attributes of
the data and datasets they convey—including data generating processes and analytical
assumptions—since these have implications for the political power of visualizers as well as

people involved in earlier stages of measurement design and data collection.

On the other hand, infographics and the information within them can be generative of

political worlds, subjects, and rights (Allen 2020). This is what Bigo, Isin, and Ruppert



(2019) have called “data politics.” As infographics partly depend on underlying datasets, they
necessarily serve as vectors for established actors to reinforce their own ways of seeing
political and social phenomena in either intentional or unintentional ways—such as through
the categories built into data collection and made available to users, as in national population

censuses (Ruppert 2011).

Elections and campaigning are clear areas in which infographics potentially play important
roles in shaping politics—either by changing voters’ behaviours and attitudes, or by making
some issues, candidates, or parties more salient and attractive. For example, several studies
explore how different ways of conveying uncertainty around forecasts of election results
impact perceptions and voting decisions in the present (Gelman et al. 2020; Westwood,
Messing, and Lelkes 2020).

Beyond the heat of campaigns, seemingly mundane activities of policymaking and
governance are also good places in which to examine how infographics have political
dimensions. While infographics can sometimes inform decision-making in some traditions of
evidence-based policymaking, they also can be used to legitimize overtly political goals by
invoking a sense of objectivity provided by numbers (Baele, Balzacq, and Bourbeau 2018).
Infographics also function as “alignment devices” (Bandola-Gill, Grek, and Ronzani 2021)
by convening attention around certain policy issues and identifying who is leading and

lagging on meeting agreed goals.

Moving to politics originating elsewhere than elites, social movements and protests are other
areas in which infographics can gather and express attention. Conveying key information to
members and participants is crucial for raising awareness, sustaining interest, and mobilizing
action for the cause. Some key illustrations of how this works come from efforts to track and
report street harassment (Fileborn and Trott 2022) and human rights advocacy (Rall et al.
2016).

The infographic, as a way of conveying a range of information types to achieve multiple
goals, has become a staple of politics occurring both on- and offline. As such, it is likely to
remain a key resource at the disposal of actors in politics and policymaking. In response to
this observation, scholarship on the forms and attributes of infographics, as well as their

drivers and impacts, has proliferated. Going forward, future research should prioritize



understanding these artifacts across countries, platforms, and time periods—ypossibly by
taking advantage of methodological developments that enhance researchers’ abilities to study
visual content both in greater qualitative detail and at scale. Not only would this add
important empirical richness to existing descriptions of this dynamic visual form, but also it
would open avenues for developing better theories about how infographics relate to other

political phenomena.
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